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The Seafarer
Interpretations of The Seafarer have suffered much from its being pigeon-holed almost invariably with The Wanderer (Text 38), a near-neighbour in the anthology of secular and religious poetry known as the Exeter Book (see below), as an 'elegy'. There is in fact little that is elegiac about it. Rather, it is an exhortatory and didactic poem, in which the miseries of winter seafaring are used as a metaphor for the challenge faced by the committed Christian, who perceives the spiritual emptiness of an easy life on 'dry land' and actively seeks to earn future heavenly bliss by embracing a rigorous exile from that life. This creates the crucial paradox of the poem, which is exposed in line 33: Seafaring is a wretched business -as the speaker has firmly persuaded us with his own 'true story' -and therefore (OE forflon) he must embrace it all the more. The more uncompromisingly realistic the opening account of seafaring, the more disturbing -and therefore effective -the paradox. This has been resisted by those readers of The Seafarer who have sought a smooth passage through the poem, yet the wilful desire of the seafarer to embrace the very hardship which he has just so graphically evoked is at its heart. At a literal level the message is harshly ascetic, but it is predicated unambiguously on hope and the (metaphorical) 'seafarer' will not therefore have regrets, though the allure of the life on land may still have its effects. The theology underlying The Seafarer is unmistakably that of the most influential of all Christian writers, St Augustine of Hippo (d. 430), reflecting his concept of two 'cities' -the earthly city of fallen mankind, who are preoccupied with ephemeral human concerns, and the heavenly city of God, where an eternity of bliss awaits those exiles who have waited patiently for salvation, distancing themselves from ungodly distractions as they live the life of peregrini ('pilgrims'), wanderers and exiles from the ancestral heavenly home (see Augustine's De ciuitate Dei, 'On the City of God', bk. 15, ch. 1). AngloSaxon Christians will have been familiar with the pilgrim-hermits who put into literal practice the idea of peregrinatio pro amore Dei, 'pilgrimage for the love of God'. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 891 records the journey of three Irish monks who had cast off from Ireland in a boat without oars and with provisions for only a week, 'because for the love of God they wished to be on a pilgrimage, they cared not where'. The seafaring in The Seafarer is as real as we imagine it to be.
Thus in the first part of the poem the 'seafarer' sets up a contrast between himself, all too conscious of his spiritual needs, and complacent land-dwellers; even the delights of springtime in the earthly city only incite him to higher aspirations. A lyrical pivot between this and the second part of the poem is provided by lines 58-66, in which the mind escapes the confines of the body, has a glimpse of the future and returns greedy for it. With his oxymoron 'this dead life' in line 65, the poet encapsulates the hollowness of earthly existence and the second half of the poem becomes a homiletic development of the theme of the transitoriness of that existence. The conclusion is as logical as it is clear: Let us (good Christians, that is) remind ourselves where our true home lies and concentrate on getting there. If a comparison is to be made between The Wanderer and The Seafarer, it is better done in terms of contrast and complement, rather than congruence. In the course of the former poem, the poet steers his 'wanderer', who is in involuntary exile from human society, to a position of resigned acceptance of his earthly fate and preparedness to accept a new (Christian) perspective on life. The first-person poet of The Seafarer, on the other hand, has already accepted the consequences of the Christian position and goes further, voluntarily embracing hardship as a necessary step towards the promised salvation. Close parallels with the ideas of The Seafarer will be found in another OE poem, Resignation.
The Exeter Book (Exeter, Cathedral Library, 3501, fols. 8-130), in which The Seafarer is preserved, was compiled c. 975 somewhere in the south of England, and is one of the four major codices of OE poetry to have survived. It acquired its name because it has been in Exeter at least since it was donated to the cathedral library there by Bishop Leofric, some time before his death in 1072. The text of The Seafarer reached the Exeter Book in a defective state; there are apparent problems especially around lines 15-16, 23-6 and 112-15 (see notes below). Linguistic evidence for dating or place of composition is inconclusive. The consistent use of the prefix bi-rather than be-in bigeat (6), bidroren (16) , etc, and u for w in huilpan (21) , along with the 'unsyncopated' (i.e. uncontracted) verb-ending -e›/-a› (as in limpe›, 13, and gewīta›, 52: cf. limp›, 15a/7, and gewīt, 4/14), have been taken as 'early' features but in fact they occur also in poetical texts known to be of tenthor eleventh-century composition. The lack of syncopation has been identified also as an Anglian feature, along with forms such as calde (8; not cealde), aelda (77; not ealda) and meotudes (103; not metod, but cf. meotod, 108), but as dialectal indications these are all very weak. Nāp°nihtscūa°, norflan°snīwde°, Darkened night-shadow from north snowed 15 winter acc. of time: 'in the winter'. wraeccan lāstum adv. clause: 'in the paths of exile' (wraeccan is an n-noun, gen. sg.). It has been suggested that this formulaic half-line is a late accretion to the text and has pushed the succeeding phr. into a metrically incomplete line by itself (16) .
18 ic ne gehȳrde būtan 'I did not hear (anything) except', or 'I heard nothing but'. hlimman sǣ acc. and infin. construction [ §G6d.i.3] after gehȳrde: 'the sea resounding'. 20 mē tō gomene poss. dat. mē: 'for my entertainment'. 21 hleahtor The form is acc., whereas medodrince in 22 (also following fore, 'for') is dat. Such variation is not unusual in OE (and for(e) may take acc. or dat.), but possibly hleahtor is an error for hleahtre.
23 fl flǣr him stearn oncwae› › 'where the tern answered them [i.e. the storms]'. 24 fl flaet earn bigeal flaet is puzzling. The simplest solution would be to take it as the demons. pron., but earn is usually masc., not neut. If flaet is obj. pron. 'it', bigeal could be interpreted transitively: 'screamed around it' -but what then is 'it'? Some critics have assumed that the vb. is intrans. and (less convincingly) that ful oft flaet is an elliptical way of saying 'it happens very often that'. Perhaps flaet is simply a scribal error for flǣr, which would offer a parallel with 23a; then again, flaet does sound better here than se.
27 him gelȳfe› › lȳt impers. vb. with rflx. dat. pron.: 'he little believes'. 27-8āh . . . gebiden The 3rd-pers. pres. ofāgan is used instead of a part of habban as an auxil. vb. with past part.: 'has experienced'.
29 wlonc ond wīngāl 'proud and merry (or elated) with wine'. A stock poetic description of the good-living town-dweller, used also in The Ruin (37/34 . This allows for a certain amount of creative ambiguity in OE. A contrastive meaning, 'yet', is less easy to demonstrate. In this line, forflon ('therefore') launches the key paradox of the poem: the seafarer embraces the very hardship he has so graphically evoked. (A case might be made for the trans. 'because', with the sentence beginning mona› then consequential, but that reduces the dynamic of the poem to a mere list of loosely connected ideas.) cnyssa› › nū heortan gefl flōhtas The probable subj. of the vb. is the phr. heortan geflōhtas, with heortan as gen. sg. of an n-noun and the vb. intrans.: 'the thoughts of my heart press (or urge) now (that . . .)'. Alternatively, heortan could be the acc. sg. obj. of cnyssa› taken as trans.: '(my) thoughts press (my) heart now (that . . .)'.
36 mǣla gehwylce dat. of time: 'time and again' (lit. 'in each of times'). 38 elfl flēodigra eard 'the land of foreigners (or strangers)'. This may be an unspecified place of further pilgrimage or exile, or perhaps heaven (see Heb 11. 47 longunge Probably the 'longing' or 'yearning' is for the onward journey and the half-line is a restatement of the seafarer's spiritual urge; but he might be making the point that, even though he turns his back on earthly pleasures, he is still human enough to have longings for them.
48-9 blōstmum nima› › Apparently, 'take with blossoms', i.e. 'come into flower', although there are no other examples in OE of niman construed thus with the dat. (and blōstman, acc. pl., may have been intended). faegria› › . . . wlitiga› › If these vbs. are trans., the subj. of both is still bearwas, and the (acc.) objs. are byrig and wongas, respectively: '(they) make the cities lovely, adorn the meadows'. Alternatively, the vbs. may be taken as intrans. and the nouns as their (nom.) subjs.: 'the cities become lovely, the meadows become beautiful'. 50-1 mōdes fūsne sefan Both sefan and fusne are best taken as objs. of gemonia›: 'the (one) eager of spirit, his heart'. fl flām fl fle Here flām is a pron.: 'in the one who'. 52 gewīta› › The ending -e› would be more usual in the sg. Many editors emend to inf. gewītan, which is then the complement of flence› in 51.
53 gēac The cuckoo as a bird of lament with a sad voice appears also in the OE poem The Husband's Message (23) , and is a notable feature of early Celtic elegies. gēomran reorde dat. of manner: 'with sad voice'. 55 bitter If the adj. describes sorge, 'sorrow', it is acc. sg. fem., with terminal e elided before the vowel of in. Alternatively, it may qualify weard (nom. sg. masc.), in which case its form is correct.
56 fl flā sume flā is probably the demons. pron. in apposition with pron. sume: 'those ones', i.e. 'certain people' or simply 'some'. 57 wraeclāstas The 'paths of exile' (acc. pl.) are a recurring motif in OE poetry; see The Wanderer (38/5 and 32).
58 Forfl flon Again the paradoxical 'therefore'. The active mind of the seafarer anticipates the intended journey and returns with longing. The repetition of forflon in 64 may be best interpreted as correl., 'because', marking the start of the explanation of the paradox; but it might be argued to be a parallel 'therefore'. 67 him 'for him'. There is no obvious antec. for the pron. here, nor for his in 69, but both clearly refer to 'a man', the land-living man of 71 who is subject to the trials of mortal life and fated to die ( fǣge and fromweard).
68 fl flrēora sum 'one of three (things)'. fl flinga gehwylce 'in each of circumstances', i.e. 'invariably'. 69 tō twēon weorfl fle› › 'becomes (a matter) for doubt'. 70ādl . . . yldo . . . ecghete These three earthly enemies are listed also by King Hrothgar in Beowulf, 1735-9, in a speech about kingship and destiny.
71 fǣgum fromweardum 'from (the man) fated to die (and) about to depart' ( fromweard, lit. 'from-ward', on the pattern of 'to-ward').
72-4 Forfl flon fl flaet bi› › . . . hē gewyrce The syntax is complex but the meaning is clear: 'Therefore for each man (eorla gehwām) the best of reputations to leave behind (lāstworda ['track-words']) is the praise (lof ) of those who will speak after his death (aeftercweflendra), the living (lifgendra), that he may bring about (gewyrce) . . .'. The pron. flaet in 72 is correl. with conj. flaet in 74, and both are better left out of the trans. The obj. of gewyrce is the clause beginning flaet hine in 77.
74 109 fl flaet on stafl flelum healdan 'keep it on firm foundations'; i.e. under control. 110 gewis wērum 'true to (his) pledges'; but, conceivably, the noun here is wer 'man' and the meaning 'reliable among men'. wīsum dat. of respect: 'in (his) ways'.
111 mid gemete The wisdom of acting with moderation is emphasised also in The Wanderer (38/65-72) .
112 wifl fl lēofne . . . bealo This and the next three lines are clearly incomplete. As it stands, the meaning of this one seems to be '(govern with moderation) malice against friend and against foe'. One speculative restoration adds lufan at the beginning: 'love towards friend, malice (bealo) towards foe'. 
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The
Durham Proverbs
The Durham Proverbs are so called because they are found in a manuscript now in the library of Durham Cathedral. In one of the curious juxtapositions which characterise the preservation of OE literature, they were copied, by a none too skilful scribe, onto five blank pages between a collection of hymns and a series of liturgical canticles. These hymns and canticles are in Latin, but with an OE gloss, and they seem to have been copied out in the second quarter of the eleventh century, with the proverbs being added a little later. The manuscript was made at Canterbury, and a second part contains a copy of AElfric's grammatical work, his Excerptiones (see p. 22). Two of the proverbs (nos. 37 and 39) appear also as additions to a mid-eleventh-century Latin psalter (London, British Library, Royal 2. B. v) and two (nos. 14 and 42) are included in the thirteenth-century Middle English collection of the Proverbs of Hendyng. There is one other major set of proverbs in OE (surviving in three manuscripts), a version of the Disticha Catonis (the 'Dicts of Cato'), a third-century collection of wise sayings in Latin which enjoyed great popularity throughout the Middle Ages; it was widely used as a class-text in the monastic schools of Anglo-Saxon England. The only connection between these and the Durham Proverbs is the occurrence of the first of the latter as part of dict no. 23 (see 1n, below).
The forty-six OE proverbs in the Durham collection are all accompanied by Latin versions, but these derive from no known source. It is indeed not certain that the Latin versions came first and scholars have been tempted to see the collection as an original vernacular work, a native English collection of proverbs which someone then tried to put into Latin. The uneven and in places incomprehensible nature of the latter might suggest that it was supplied by a novice monk attempting the translation as a learning exercise. However, comprehension problems occur in the OE versions of the Durham Proverbs, too, and there are several cases (such as no. A 'proverb' -at least as represented in the Durham collection -has a special quality of transferability which a 'maxim' in general does not. Thus the statement that 'a man can't have a mouthful of meal and also blow the fire' (see no. 43) certainly has a simple practical truth in it, but the man's dilemma is also paradigmatic: it stands for any situation where it is impossible to do two things at once. The Durham Proverbs offer a compelling mixture of the familiar and the bizarre. The cheerful observation of everyday affairs allows, and probably demands, the incursion of humour, something which the more serious and cerebral maxims have little scope for, and one example borders on the surreal (no. 11). Some of the proverbs are hoary old favourites from antiquity, but others are unknown in Latin or any other literatures. Several are echoed in the proverbial statements made in many OE poems, and a few have fairly close Old Norse parallels, though this need not suggest any direct connection. Some of the proverbs in the Durham collection remain tantalisingly obscure, perhaps through textual corruption, though only one all but defies rational interpretation (no. 15) .
No overall structural coherence is apparent in the collection, but there is a cluster of four proverbs on the theme of 'a friend', nos. 2-5 (with another at no. 26), and in a few cases, pairs of proverbs seem to be deliberately juxtaposed, such as nos. 8 and 9, and 24 and 25. Several distinct styles may be seen. The plain aphoristic statement with sceal ('must', with all its ambiguities: see p. 296) occurs in five proverbs. The gnomic bifl is used in eleven, and the formula sē fle, 'he who', occurs twelve times, along with two similar cases where the relative pronoun is omitted. Of especial note are five cwaefl proverbs (nos. 10, 11, 15, 44 and 45), which we are surely entitled to call jokes. Their structure is bipartite, with a comparatively unremarkable initial statement rendered ludicrous by a second, which reveals the unexpected identity of the first speaker. Half of the proverbs use alliteration for effect and in some cases this results in complete metrical lines (see especially nos. 17, 19, 27, 35, 40 and 42) . The language of the proverbs is late WS with a few non-WS spellings, such as fele (no. 26), gehere (no. 39) and gelpe› (no. 46); these cannot be shown to be local to Kent, despite the apparent origin of the Durham manuscript in Canterbury (as noted above). Eight emendations have been made below (see p. 353), the most important being signalled in the notes. In the glosses and in the main Glossary, reference is made to proverb-number, not line-number; there is, however, no numbering in the manuscript. Geflyld°by› middesēades .
[2]
Frēond dēah°feor°ge°nēah: by› nēar°nyttra°.
[3]
AEt flearfe°man sceal freonda cunnian .
[4]
Nafa›°ǣnig mann frēonda tō feala°.
[5]
Beforan his frēonde biddefl , sē°fle his wǣdle°mǣnefl°.
[6]
Gōd gēr°byfl flonne se hund flām hrefne°gyfe›°.
[7]
Oft on sōtigum°bylige°searowa licga›°.
[8]
Hwīlum°aefter medo°menn mǣst geflyrste› . 3 sceal freonda cunnian Either 'must needs put (his) friends to the test', or, taking sceal as the fut. auxil., 'shall find out (his) friends'. Cunnian takes a noun in the gen. 5 biddefl fl 'entreats' or 'will entreat'. The Latin version has the sbj. vb. postulet, and OE sbj. bidde ('let him beg . . .') would better suit the context. 6 Gōd gēr . . . gyfe› › Cf. 'Pigs might fly'. 7 searowa The noun searo has primary meanings of 'art', 'cunning' or 'craft', extended to that which is made skilfully or cunningly (including 'war-gear'), so a general sense of 'things of value' or 'treasure' may be intended; this would correlate with the Latin version's aurum, 'gold'. However, this meaning of the noun is not attested elsewhere and the more abstract treasure of 'cunning', issuing from an otherwise unprepossessing person, is a perfectly viable idea. The form searowa is unusual for nom. pl. [ §B2g]. An Old Norse analogue has wisdom coming from a shrivelled leather bag, i.e. an old man. Whatever the case, the message is simple: Don't judge by appearances. 8 menn . . . gefl flyrste› › The construction is impers.: lit. 'it thirsts most to a person [dat. sg.]', i.e. 'a person thirsts most'. 'Man' might have been chosen as the more specific trans. here, for mead-drinking (with its ironical consequences) does seem to have been a male occupation in Anglo-Saxon England. [9] AEfter leofan menn langa› swī›ost . [10] Nū hit ys on swīnes dōme , cwae› se ceorl saet on eoferes°hricge°.
[11]
Ne swā flēah trēowde flēah flū tealaēode , cwaefl sē fle geseah°haegtessan°ae fter hēafde geongan .
[12]
Eall on mū›e flaet on mōde .
[13]
Gemǣne sceal māga°feoh°.
[14]
Man dēfl°swā hē byfl flonne hē mōt swā hē wile .
10 boar's back 11 saw witch 13 of kinspeople wealth 14 will do 9 AEfter . . . swī› ›ost The syntactical parallels between this and no. 8 suggest that the two were deliberately juxtaposed, but there are differences. The impers. vb. langian usually takes its obj. in the acc. (though dat. is also possible, as with geflyrste›), in which case menn may be acc. pl.: 'people long most strongly'; then leofan is a noun: 'for the beloved'. But the first three words may be taken together as a prep. phr., 'for the beloved person' (aefter plus dat. sg. menn, with the apparently weak inflection of the adj., -an, standing for strong -um); the two-word shorter phr. at the end then means simply, 'one longs most strongly' -a sentiment which has a strong echo in Beowulf, 1879-80. The Latin version supports the second interpretation of the first three words (using hominem, 'man'), but the vb. used is tedet with the meaning 'it becomes most tedious (or wearying)'. That is a possible meaning for the OE vb. langa›, but the whole proverb then becomes less clear. The Latin could in fact be seen as a bungled attempt to render the OE; post does not accurately reflect OE aefter when it has objective sense, rather than temporal or local.
10 on swīnes dōme 'in the judgement of the pig'; perhaps, 'up to the pig'. se ceorl saet 'the man who sat'. This proverb is as enigmatic as it is memorable. The ceorl astride the boar's back might simply be a 'peasant' or 'yeoman' but is more likely a 'husband' (as in the Latin: maritus). Presumably the swīn (often a domesticated pig) and the eofor (usually a wild boar) are the same creature; see the analogy in Beowulf (31a/49-50). Some joke about the perils of marriage is probably intended. Among the many grotesque little thirteenth-century stone carvings which are to be seen high up in the nave and in the chapter house of York Minster in England are two which depict a man precariously astride a pig.
11 Ne . . .ēode If, likeēode, trēowde be taken as sbj., the interpretation seems to be: 'I would not trust (you) anyway (swā flēah), even though you walked properly'. aefter hēafde geongan Presumably the prep. has the sense 'by means of'; thus, 'go (or pass by) on (her) head'; geongan is emended from geo . . . 12 Eall . . . mōde 'Everything is in the mouth that is in the mind (or heart)', i.e. 'What the heart thinks, the mouth speaks'. There is a ME version: 'That the hert thynkyt the mowte spekyt', and Lk 6.45 provides a biblical analogue: '. . . for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh'.
13 Gemǣne sceal 'must (be) shared [lit. "in common"]'. Families ought to look after their own.
14 fl flonne hē mōt swā hē wile 'when he may (do) as he wishes'. A man will reveal his true character when free from constraints. Cf. Proverbs of Hendyng: 'Wan man mai done als [= as] he wille, flan doth he also [= as] he is'.
